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DIRECTORS' NOTES: 
The Coffee Bar and The Walls examine the eerily similar power dynamics between characters who are 
playing their prescribed roles within "the system:•we have paired these two plays together because 
of the structural and thematic similarities between them and we invite you to watch this production 
with an eye to the many parallels. We also encourage you to reflect upon the burning questions 
posited by both of these plays at this particular moment in time. 
1960's Cairo, Egypt, is the setting for The Coffee Bar. At this time Cairo was a cosmopolitan city 
that was experiencing a cultural renaissance. It is also fascinating to note that a number of women 
were pioneers in the arts. Their contributions were made possible by two factors: World War I and 
the feminist movement. However, during this same time period, as dramaturg Anthony Harden's 
research unearthed, President Nasser exerted great control, not only on politics and industry, but 
over the entertainment industry as well. He wanted to promote his nationalist agenda through the 
arts. The Coffee Bar is an absurdist play that responds to this period of strict media censorship, 
telephone taps, and political enemies detained in concentration camps. Although the play responds 
to this particular moment in Egypt's history, its critique and questions may be just as relevant to us 
today. The questions that have resonated for the director throughout the process of working on this 
script are: Who is "the Man" who created the contract that is controlling our lives? And what can we 
do about changing it? 
Griselda Gambaro's The Walls represents a rich fusion of the two most prominent aesthetic and 
intellectual currents of twentieth-century Latin American theater: existentialism/absurdism and 
political/social criticism. As an existentialist play, The Walls is related not just to works like Eugene 
Ionesco's The Chairs and Samuel Beckett's Waiting for Godot, but also to distinctly Latin American 
plays like Jorge Diaz's The Toothbrush and Jose de Jesus Martinez's Final Judgement. But where the 
European Theatre of the Absurd originates in an attempt to explore meaning (or, more precisely, the 
lack of meaning) within the context of the horrors and aftermath of World War II, the Latin American 
Absurd emerges within a context best summed up by Mexican President Porfirio Diaz, who in the 
early twentieth century lamented that Mexico found itself "tan lejos de Dios y tan cerca de Estados 
Unidos" ("so far from God and so close to the United States"), and Nicaraguan poet Ruben Dario, 
who once said of the United States, "Cuando ellos se estremecen hay un hondo temblor que pasa 
por las vertebras enormes de los Andes" ("When they shudder, a profound tremor passes through 
the enormous vertebrae of the Andes"). In this regard, even an existentialist play like The Walls 
is always already political. Thus, as a work of social criticism, Gambaro's play is also one of a 
long line of literary and artistic works that shine a bright light on the brutality of dictatorship. And 
while The Walls was written in 1963 and had its premiere in Buenos Aires in 1966, well before the 
Argentine "Dirty War" of 1974-1983, it is hard not to experience Gambaro's play today as a prescient 
commentary on the fate of the "desaparecidos" who were kidnapped, tortured, and made to 
disappear into the black hole of the Argentine dictatorship during those very dark years. 
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